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Chilean President Ricardo Lagos' administration has been hit by a bribery scandal involving
members of parties in the governing Concertacion de Partidos por la Democracia (CPD). The
Concertacion coalition, which includes the Partido Democrata Cristiana (PDC), the Partido Socialista
(PS), the Partido Radical Socialdemocrata (PRSD), and the Partido por la Democracia (PPD), has
been in power since former dictator Gen. Augusto Pinochet (1973-1990) stepped down.
The scandal centers on accusations of payoffs to obtain false approval certificates of motor-vehicle
inspections, required by law in Chile. The matter became public in October when the press
published accusations by businessman Carlos Filippi that he had paid US$36,000 in bribes to two
former high-level government officials. Filippi said he paid US$16,000 to then deputy minister of
transportation and PRSD president Patricio Tombolini and US$20,000 to former deputy and PPD
vice president Victor Manuel Rebolledo in September 2000. He said he paid the bribes to be licensed
to operate some of the shops that did the vehicle inspections.
Tombolini and Rebolledo categorically denied the charges and said they would file lawsuits against
Filippi, who has been detained and charged with issuing false certificates. Tombolini resigned as
deputy minister in July to run for president of the PRSD. Charges damage clean image Germanybased Transparency International (TI) ranks Chile the least corrupt country in Latin America, with a
perceived corruption level below that of Germany, Japan, France, and Italy (see NotiSur, 2002-09-06).
Chileans are not used to bribery and corruption at high levels, although people often pay for favors
in low-level public offices.
Lagos reacted quickly and emphatically in condemning any wrongdoing and in supporting legal
action against those accused. "Let there be no doubt," Lagos said on Oct. 21. "This president is the
first to insist that all public officials are here to serve and not to be served." Lagos, who enjoys an
approval rating above 50% after two and a half years as president, said his major concern is that the
nation's image will be damaged nationally and internationally. If the allegations cause the public to
lose confidence in the government, the political consequences could prove disastrous, Lagos said.
Internationally, the scandal could negatively affect foreign investment and the positive international
indices of risk and confidence in the integrity of government officials, in the economy, and in
Chilean government institutions that Chile enjoys. The concern for its image of transparency, along
with strong criticism from the rightist opposition, prompted the Lagos administration to initiate new
oversight measures.
On Nov. 10, Minister of the Presidency Mario Fernandez and Finance Minister Nicolas Eyzaguirre
announced several measures to fight corruption and ensure the integrity of those who run
government agencies. The measures include opening up to a hiring process more than 3,000
managerial positions now filled by appointment and creating a new office, the Direccion Nacional
©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 1 of 3

LADB Article Id: 52900
ISSN: 1089-1560

del Servicio Civil, whose job will be to bring greater transparency to state offices. In addition, all bids
and purchases by public agencies must now be made public.

Number of officials implicated expands
Meanwhile, on Nov. 7, Judge Carlos Aranguiz, the judge assigned to the case, ordered Tombolini
detained, the fifth person detained in the investigation taking place in Rancagua, 90 km south
of Santiago. Aranguiz had earlier ordered the detention of Alejandro Chaparro, former press
secretary in the Ministry of Public Works; Eric Leyton, head of finance in the Servicio Nacional de
Capacitacion y Empleo (SENCE); and businessmen Ivan Sanchez and Gabriel Alamos.
On Nov. 8, Aranguiz indicted former government officials Tombolini, Chaparro, and Leyton, and
businessmen Sanchez, Alamos, and Filippi, all on charges related to the alleged payoffs made to
obtain licenses to set up the shops that issue the vehicle-inspection certificates. Aranguiz also asked
the court to strip six congressmen of immunity, all members of parties in the Concertacion. He
said he wants to determine whether they were paid to use their political influence on behalf of
the businessmen. The six were PDC Deputies Jaime Jimenez and Christian Pareto, PRSD Deputy
Eduardo Lagos, PPD Deputies Anibal Perez and Victor Manuel Rebolledo, and PS Deputy Juan
Pablo Letelier.
The decision on removing the lawmakers' immunity must be made by the lower house of Congress.
With that decision pending, Judge Aranguiz issued a court order barring the legislators from leaving
the country during the investigation. The judge's call for Letelier, who is vice president of the PS, to
be stripped of immunity will likely worsen relations among the Concertacion parties and might set
off an unforeseen political battle. The PS is considering calling for the judge to step aside in the case,
alleging that he has close ties to the PDC.
Commenting on the judge's actions, the Lagos government said it would not protect corruption
nor would it support impunity. "Our job is not to evaluate judges' decisions, it is only to respect
them....We do not hide irregularities, we do not operate with the logic of impunity, and much less
are we willing to sweep something under the carpet," said government spokesperson Heraldo
Munoz. Munoz said the government wants the allegations of corruption to be fully investigated.
"Equality under the law is a fundamental principle, which is why it was the government that
brought the matter to the court, which led to the investigation of corruption," he said.
Nevertheless, it may be difficult for the Concertacion to get beyond the crisis. The PPD has
frequently denounced corruption in other parties. Today, its vice president stands accused of having
received a US$16,000 bribe.
Opposition lawmaker Joaquin Lavin of the Union Democrata Independiente (UDI) said that the
crisis shows that the Concertacion has been in power long enough. Socialist analyst Antonio Cortes
Terzi said that the scandal has created an atmosphere "in which everyone seems to be involved in
acts of corruption." He said, "That hurts in two ways: it gives the right a banner that it did not have
and which it can easily use to stir things up, and it produces a lack of confidence and disapproval
among the people.
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